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A B S T R A C T  
 
 

Connected By A River: A Collaboration of Museums, Libraries, and Schools to 
 Create Community Based Learning Spaces 
 
 
Rapid technological, economic, and social changes are challenging nearly every established 
social institution to modify traditional methods of operation.  Institutions that will thrive in the 21st 
century will not strive simply to survive these changes, but rather, will look upon these 
transformations as an opportunity to reposition their institutions in order to broaden their public 
support and strengthen their economic base.  This project will demonstrate how local museums 
and libraries, working in collaboration with local schools, can increase their value to the 
community and assume a more vital role in the education of students. 

 
Connected By A River is designed to demonstrate an innovative, national model for the 
formation of a broad-based community collaboration.  The project is built around four compelling 
themes that drove the design of the project.  Those themes are: Connectivity, Core Learning 
Through Museums and Libraries, High Interest Content, and Exploring the Capabilities of 
Advanced Information Technologies.   

 
The Project Implementation is structured around three objectives and ten major activities. 

 
Objective 1: Develop Innovative learning Modules Based Upon Local Standards 

and Benchmarks -- Five learning modules will be developed based upon exhibits at the 
museum and focused upon a common theme of the environment of the Mississippi River.  
These learning modules will be formatted for web-based or CD-ROM delivery and will 
incorporate video conferencing, simulations, and video streaming. 

 
Objective 2: Evaluate Project Outcomes and Research Results -- Ten classrooms 

will be selected as testbed sites for this project.  Each of the five modules will be piloted by a 
minimum of two testbed sites.  The classroom instructors at these sites are part of the project 
team and will provide detailed feedback to the module design team on their perceptions of the 
strengths and weaknesses of the learning module.  The learning modules will be revised based 
upon the feedback from the testbed sites. 

 
Objective 3: Disseminate and Build Upon Project Activities and Outcomes to 

Promote and Sustain the Project -- This project will not only demonstrate how museums, 
libraries, and schools in eastern Iowa can collaborate to enrich the educational experience of 
local students, but will also serve as a model for community collaborations throughout Iowa and 
the country.  It is a goal of this project to actively encourage the development of similar 
community-based partnerships.  Project documentation will be collected and maintained in order 
to encourage and assist other communities to adopt this collaborative model.  

 
By month 24, this project will have demonstrated how emerging information technologies can be 
used to create new, quality learning spaces that draw upon the existing local resources of 
museums and libraries.  The successful implementation and dissemination of this model will 
encourage other museums and libraries to redefine their relationship to K-12 education and to 
explore assuming a more central role in the educational life of the community.  This project will 
provide the vision and the tools for other communities to pursue similar collaborative ventures. 
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museum evolving beyond its traditional role as preserver of objects to also become an important 
educational venue (Museums, Imagination, and Education, 1973).2  In 1986, Ellen Cohran Hicks 
in her paper, Museums and Schools as Partners, describes a "learning network" of museums 
and schools designed to achieve common educational goals (Hicks, 1986).3 
 
In recent years, museums have focused a great deal of energy on being a partner in a learning 
society.  A 1998 survey documented the range of educational activities that museums offer to 
the nation's schools.  That publication entitled, True Needs True Partners: Museums Serving 
Schools, presented a strong picture of the educational programming museums provided.  It 
found museums were providing more K-12 programs than ever before.  Among the specific 
findings: museums spent $193 million annually on K-12 programs; 70 percent of museums had 
at least one, full-time, paid staff who offers educational programming; museums provided nearly 
4 million hours of educational programming; museums were making substantial use of 
curriculum standards in shaping educational programs; and 70 percent of the museums 
reported an increase in the number of students, teachers, and schools served (True Needs, 
True Partners, 1998).4 Museums within the eastern Iowa community have followed a similar 
trend of providing increasing levels of educational services.  Yet there are alarming indicators 
that the partnership which has blossomed between museums and schools in the last decade 
could be severely restricted if the partnership does not evolve and change.  Local school 
districts are increasingly restricting field trips and off school grounds travel.  Superintendents 
and building principals are facing increasing pressures to deny classroom teachers' requests for 
such trips.  The reasons, perhaps well founded, revolve around concerns of safety, budget, 
scheduling, and manpower shortages.  The problem is rooted in the fact that access to museum 
displays and artifacts has limitations imposed by time and location.  That is, patrons seeking to 
experience these displays must be physically present in the museum building during hours of 
operation.  These limitations can, in significant measure, be overcome through the creative and 
informed use of emerging information technologies.  This project envisions a collaborative pilot 
effort by the Putnam Museum, the Nahant Marsh Educational Center, ten classrooms in four 
school districts, school libraries, and the Advanced Technology Environmental Education 
Library (ATEEL) to not simply maintain the role of the local museums in education but to 
accelerate the role of museums to a new level of prominence and importance in the education 
of students in eastern Iowa. 
 
In their book, "Blur: The Speed of Change in a Connected Economy," Davis and Myer observe 
that a key to success in the new information economy is to: "connect everything with everything.  
Make sure that the islands in your institutions connect with each other… More challenging, you 
must also connect to islands that lie beyond the boundaries of your institution" (Davis and 
Meyer, 1998).5  This project is built upon the theme of excellence through connectivity.  All 
three institutions, museums, libraries, and schools share the mission of education; all three 
institutions have unique resources to fulfill this mission; and, all three institutions face a moment 
in history where they are redefining their activities and their value to the local community. 
 
Adaptability 
 
This project will not only demonstrate how museums, libraries, and schools in eastern Iowa can 
collaborate to enrich the educational experience of local students, but will also serve as a model 
for community collaborations throughout Iowa and the country.  It is a goal of this project to 
actively encourage the development of similar community-based partnerships.  Project 
documentation will be collected and maintained in order to encourage and assist other 
communities to adopt this collaborative model.  That documentation will include: site features 
and design, adopting standards and benchmarks to museum-based learning exercises, staffing 
and organization requirements, role and responsibility of each partner, hardware/ software 
configuration, model curriculum packages, methods to develop and jury content, impact 
measures on students, and methods to market learning experiences to instructors and school 
districts.   
 



By month 24, this project will have demonstrated how emerging information technologies can be 
used to create new, quality learning spaces that draw upon the existing local resources of 
museums and libraries.  The successful implementation and dissemination of this model will 
encourage other museums and libraries to redefine their relationship to K-12 education and to 
explore assuming a more central role in the educational life of the community.  This project will 
provide the vision and the tools for other communities to pursue similar collaborative ventures. 
 
Design 
 
This project is designed to demonstrate an innovative, national model for the formation of a 
broad-based community collaboration.  The project is built around four compelling themes that 
drove the design of the project.  Those themes are: 
 

Connectivity  -- A hallmark of this project is connectivity.  The project: connects local 
museums and libraries to other community organizations in new ways; connects 
students, via advanced information technology, to new forms of learning; connects the 
learning modules around a common theme of the Mississippi River. 
 
Core Learning Through Museums and Libraries -- The project positions local 
museums and libraries as a full and credible partner in the educational process.  The 
primary content for the learning modules will come from the museum displays and 
resources.  The libraries will be the portal to the learning experience, will help create and 
organize the learning experience, and will provide a variety of resources to enhance the 
learning experience.  The museum-based learning activities will be developed around 
the established core curriculum Standards and Benchmarks of the local school districts. 
 
High Interest Content -- The project focuses upon the theme of the environment of the 
Mississippi River. This theme was chosen for reasons including the following: high 
student interest; local impact and importance; provides rich opportunities for "field" 
experiences; is a real and tangible part of the day-to-day experience of students; and is 
a major topic of focus at the local museum and libraries. 
 
Exploring the Capabilities of Advanced Information Technologies -- This project will 
utilize a variety of new, readily available, advanced information technologies.  Through 
the mediums of CD-ROMs and the Internet, students will access museum and library 
resources including: newly created museum-based learning modules and simulations; 
asynchronous chat rooms connecting students to staff at the museum, and real-time, 
two-way classroom conferencing with experts. 
 

Project implementation is structured around three objectives and ten major activities.  The 
Schedule of Completion/Project Implementation and Evaluation Table, establishes the project 
timeline, identifies the person responsible for each major activity, and sets forth both 
formative/process evaluation measures and summative/impact evaluation measures for each 
major activity. 
 
The project partners, whose role is more fully defined in the attached Collaboration Chart, 
include: Putnam Museum/Nahant Marsh Educational Center, Advanced Technology 
Environmental Education Library (ATEEL) of Scott Community College, participating K-12 
libraries, Davenport Public Library, ten K-12 schools, the Area Education Agency, River Action, 
Inc., and the National Science Foundation funded Advanced Technology Environmental 
Education Center (ATEEC).  
  
 
 
 
 



OBJECTIVE 1:  Develop Innovative learning Modules Based Upon Local Standards 
and Benchmarks 

 
Activities:   Project Advisory Team is assembled composed of museum professional, librarian, 
educator, instructional designer, information technology expert, and environmental content 
specialist.  This team brings the institutional commitment and expertise required to ensure 
project success. 

 
Five learning modules will be developed for use in the local K-12 schools.  The common theme 
of these modules will be the environment of the Mississippi River.  The following topics will be 
developed into learning modules: 
 

• Life forms and habitat on the River; 
• The role of wetlands in cleansing the River; 
• Pollution sources and their effects on the River; 
• The impact of man-made structures on the River, i.e., locks and dams, construction 

on flood plains; and 
• A case study, the creation, destruction, and eventual restoration of the Nahant 

Marsh. 
 

An educational team led by an instructional designer will review, in depth, the Standards and 
Benchmarks of the schools and the resources available at the museum to determine the specific 
learning activities to be focused upon within each topic area. 
 
Five packaged "turnkey" learning modules will be developed and formatted for web-based or 
CD-ROM delivery.  These modules will be flexible in design to enable ready integration into 
existing courses.  These learning modules will include pre- and post-sample tests, teacher 
resources, student resources containing learning content, listing of enhancement resources 
available through the library, and inquiry-based projects to be completed either on-line, at the 
museum, or in the community.  Additionally, these learning modules will be designed to present 
a visually rich, fast paced, high tempo educational experience.  The learning experience will 
incorporate video conferencing, simulations, and video streaming. 
 Video Conferencing -- A video "pipeline" will be established between the participating 
classrooms, the museum, and the Nahant Marsh.  This "pipeline," supported by computer video 
cameras at each location, will allow students and instructors to schedule times to "visit" these 
sites and "Ask the Experts" questions related to the learning modules.   
 Simulations -- A variety of simulations will be developed to support the instructional 
curriculum.  These simulations may include: a depiction of how chemicals dumped in the street 
reach the river and form a toxic plume, a comparison of water levels during flooding on a river 
bound by flood walls versus one surrounded by wetlands, a mapping of plant and animal density 
and type in various river habitats, i.e., the river bottom, wetlands, tributaries or backwaters. 
 Video Streaming -- This component will allow students to enter worlds outside their 
classroom for "field-based" learning experiences.  These experiences will include: video field 
trips to the museum and Nahant Marsh; listening to museum staff and other on-site 
professionals explaining various features of the river; demonstrations of activities to be engaged 
in when visiting the museum with their class or family; and, interviews with professional 
environmentalists (i.e., fish and wildlife officers, naturalists, pollution control specialists) to learn 
of career opportunities in fields related to the learning modules. 
 
A common template will be developed for use by this project.  For ease of use all project 
learning modules will have a common look, feel, and flow.   
 
Following development and field testing of the modules an in-service will be held for librarians 
and teachers throughout the local school districts.  Teachers of the appropriate grades and 
subject areas will be targeted to learn how to access and use the learning modules. 
 



 
OBJECTIVE 2:  Evaluate Project Outcomes and Research Results 
 
 
Activities:  Ten classrooms will be selected as testbed sites for this project.  Each of the five 
modules will be piloted by a minimum of two testbed sites.  The classroom instructors at these 
sites are part of the project team and will provide detailed feedback to the module design team 
on their perceptions of the strengths and weaknesses of the learning module.  The learning 
modules will be revised based upon the feedback from the testbed sites. 
 
An on-line teacher and student evaluation/feedback system will be incorporated into the design 
of the learning site.  This will provide for an on-going evaluation and assessment of the 
utilization and effectiveness of the learning modules.  The project incorporates an applied 
research design that will provide evidence of the success of the model.  The research 
component seeks to answer three questions.   
 

1.  Did the Connected by a River project enhance student access to and use of museum 
resources? 

 
2.  Does the project demonstrate that participation in these museum-based learning 

modules resulted in student learning as measured against the school district's 
adopted Benchmarks and Standards? 

 
3.  Do participating classroom teachers support the expansion and further development 

of the role of museums and libraries in the core educational process? 
 

Data related to these questions will be collected, analyzed, and reported. 
 
OBJECTIVE 3:  Disseminate and Build Upon  Project Activities and Outcomes to 

Promote and Sustain the Project 
 
Activities:  A critical activity is to fully document the project design, implementation, and 
evaluation.  This documentation can be used by other communities seeking to adopt a similar 
model.  Perhaps, more importantly, a well-documented successful project will serve as a 
marketing tool for museums around the country who seek to assume a more vital role in the 
education of students in their communities.   
 
Project dissemination will be the responsibility of all partners.  The wide cross section of 
community partners ensures dissemination to a variety of audiences including the education 
community, librarians, environmental organizations, and museum professionals.  Each partner 
organization will actively disseminate project results through their professional conferences, 
publications, and professional associations.  A project website will be developed and maintained 
as a permanent section for the on-line Advanced Technology Environmental Education Library 
(ATEEL) through the Scott Community College library.  
 



 
Why connect ATEEL, a national digital library with local museums? 
 
This project represents a critical building block in the creation of a major on-line library and 
learning center.  The Advanced Technology Environmental Education Library (ATEEL) of 
which this project is an innovative and key component, is developing the resources and 
capacity to become a significant national and international player in the digital library 
revolution.  Through a major National Science Foundation grant, ATEEL has formed a 
partnership with MIT to become a conduit for the rapid dissemination of knowledge and 
discovery emerging from research labs throughout the world.  Through the earlier support of 
IMLS, ATEEL has established itself as the leading source of on-line environmental education 
technology information in the United States.  However, a major challenge lies ahead.  Massive 
on-line digital libraries, particularly those devoted to education, must be able to connect with a 
student's local real world environment.  Connecting ATEEL to local museum and library 
resources begins to connect or marry the virtual world of computer transmitted information to 
the real world where one can touch, smell, and feel that which they are learning.  Connecting 
learning experiences at local museums with national on-line libraries is a key to creating a 
quality learning space. 
 
Networking local museums in significant and meaningful ways with national digital libraries, as 
is outlined in this project, is a win for the museum, a win for the on-line library, and a win for 
students.  It celebrates and elevates the learning resources available in the local museum; it 
expands the entry points or portals for the digital library; and, it provide a fuller, richer range of 
learning resources for students. 
 

 
Management Plan 
 
The Project Director will have overall responsibility for operation of the Connected By A River 
project.  However, the Project Director will carry out her responsibilities with the support and 
participation of the project partners and the project professional staff.  The overall management 
of the project will occur through the following organizational structures: 
 

Project Management Team -- The membership of this team will be the core professional 
staff.  It will include the Project Director, Instructional Designer, Librarian, and Museum 
Educator. 
 
This team will be chaired by the Project Director and will meet monthly.  Under the 
leadership of the Project Director this team will have primary responsibility to ensure all 
objectives and activities of the project are carried out in a timely manner and that the 
performance measures are achieved.  Individual team members are responsible to 
coordinate their activities with the team and assist the Project Director in overall 
management of the project. 
 
Project Advisory Board -- The Project Advisory Board will be chaired by the Project 
Director.  Formal meetings of the Board will be scheduled semi-annually.  The Board will 
review written evaluation/progress reports and discuss with project staff the status and 
direction of the project.  This Board will provide input for the strategic management of the 
project and will maintain vigilance over the activities of the project. 
 
Project Partner Responsibilities -- Specific responsibilities are outlined in the Partnership 
Statements.  It will be the responsibility of the signatories to that agreement to ensure 
the obligations of that agreement are met.  The Project Director and Project Advisory 
Board shall have the responsibility to monitor and ensure compliance with the Project 
Agreement document. 



 
The Eastern Iowa Community College District (EICCD) manages more than $10 million 
in grants and contracts annually.  The District has successfully managed major grants 
from the National Science Foundation (NSF), Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), 
U. S. Department of Education, U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Department of 
Labor, U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), U.S. Department of State, 
and grants from numerous state agencies and private sources.  EICCD has in place the 
financial management system, equipment, facilities, and associated resources to ensure 
the responsible and successful management of the project. 
 

Contributions 
 
The partners contribute one-third of the total project budget.  Over one-half of the equipment 
costs will be provided by the Eastern Iowa Community College District.  Further budget 
information is contained in the Detail Budget, Summary Budget, and Budget Notes. 
 
Personnel 
 
Project Director – Dr. Ellen Kabat Lensch has served as Principal Investigator of the NSF 
funded ATEEC for five years and is currently director of the national IMLS-ATEEL project.  Prior 
to that, Dr. Kabat Lensch served more than nine years as a senior level community college 
administrator in a multi-college district.  Dr. Kabat Lensch has successfully wrote and 
administered numerous grants and contracts.  She has expertise in areas of program 
development, evaluation, environmental and vocational/technical education, 
telecommunications and distance learning.  She serves on numerous local and state 
committees related to the community college and distance learning.  Dr. Kabat Lensch has 
delivered numerous presentations at national conferences and has published numerous articles.  
Dr. Kabat Lensch will devote a minimum of 15 percent of her time to providing leadership and 
management to this project. 
 
Instructional Designer – Ms. Diane Gere has a Masters in Arts degree in Instructional Design 
and Technology.  She has worked as an Instructional Designer in the environmental education 
field for nine years.  Her experience includes developing and maintaining the ATEEC website 
(www.ateec.org), coordinating the ATEEC Fellows Institute, develop and maintain electronic list 
serves, coordinating authoring teams for a number of environmental textbooks and assisting in 
the development of on-line curricular materials.  Ms. Gere is an accomplished professional with 
extensive experience in instructional design for environmental education.  Ms. Gere will devote 
100 percent of her time to this project Year 1 and 75 percent Year 2.  Her activities will 
complement and support the work of the librarian.  Ms. Gere’s current duties will be backfilled 
freeing up her time to serve in this position. 
 
Instructional Technologist – Mr. Gary Olson has been a college instructor who in the last 10 
years has devoted his efforts to the area of computer-assisted learning.  He has recently served 
full-time as an Instructional Technologist in a major U.S. Department of Education grant focused 
upon the use of technology in the classroom.  He designs instructional material for the 
classroom and has made numerous presentations and conducted workshops on this topic.  Mr. 
Olson will devote 25 percent of his time to achieving the outcomes of this project. 
 
Librarian – Ms. Meg Sarff has a M.S. degree in Library Science and more than 20 years 
experience in three different library settings.  Ms. Sarff has special expertise in on-line library 
services.  She has served two years as librarian for the ATEEL virtual library. 
 
Museum Educator – Ms. Donna Murray serves as Director of Education at the Putnam 
Museum.  She is an education professional with 20 years experience in education/museums, 10 
of those years at the management level.  
   

http://www.ateec.org)/


Evaluation 
 
The design of the project incorporates evaluation as a central component.  Evaluation, within 
the context of this project, has two primary foci.  First, evaluation will serve as a critical tool for 
project management ensuring resources are properly allocated, providing a frame of reference 
to keep the project moving forward in a timely manner, providing feedback on program quality, 
and producing clear and measurable outcomes.  The second component of this project 
evaluation design is to provide the data and analysis necessary to answer the key research 
questions posed by this project.  Those questions are: 
 

1. Did the Connected By A River project enhance student access to and use of 
museum resources?      

2.  Does the project demonstrate that participation in these museum-based learning 
modules resulted in student learning as measured against the school district's 
adopted Benchmarks and Standards? 

3.  Do participating classroom teachers support the expansion and further development 
of the role of museums and libraries in the core educational process? 

 
The evaluation design takes into account formative and summative data, process and product 
objectives, and includes both internal and external components.  The Schedule of Completion/ 
Project Implementation and Evaluation Table organizes and captures the essential evaluation 
data required for both components of the evaluation -- the project management data and the 
key research questions.  This document schedules each activity into a timeline, identifies the 
primary person responsible, and sets forth the evaluation metric for each activity. 
 
Within each grant year, the evaluation process will place emphasis on formative evaluation.  For 
the formative evaluation the analysis will be descriptive and inferential in nature.  This formative 
evaluation will allow for adjustments of objectives and schedules, reallocation of resources, 
revision of strategies to attain the desired outcome, and dealing with unanticipated obstacles or 
problems.  The formative aspect of the evaluation process will allow for the early and immediate 
identification and addressing of areas needing improvement. 
 
Comprehensive summative evaluations will occur at the end of each project year.  The analysis 
strategy will be based on a discrepancy model and will measure the variance between 
established measures and the actual achievement of those measures.  Each year the Project 
Manager will prepare a summative evaluation based upon the activities and evaluation 
measures outlined in the Project Implementation and Evaluation Table. 
 
Dissemination 
 
The structure of the project lends itself to efficient and rapid dissemination.  All project elements 
will exist in electronic format on the web or CD-ROMs.  The project as a whole, as well as 
individual project components, will have a high degree of replicability.  The key elements and 
products of the project will be captured to be disseminated and made available for replication in 
the local community as well as nationally.   
 
The specific project deliverables are listed in the "Adaptability" Section.  These project results, 
products, and processes will be disseminated through a variety of channels.  All project partners 
will assume responsibility for dissemination.  These efforts will include: 
 

• Creation of a Connected By A River project website within the national Advanced 
Technology Environmental Education Library (ATEEL) virtual library.   

 
• Advanced Technology Environmental Center (ATEEC) will publish articles about this 

project in the ATEEC News.  This quarterly publication has a circulation of more than 
6,000 educators, businesses, and government agencies.  The current ATEEC 



website will contain information on the project and will provide a link to the project 
site.   

 
• Conference presentations at the Association of American Museums, Association of 

Science and Technology, state and regional education and library conferences. 
 

• Submission of articles to professional publications serving museum professionals, 
librarians, educators, and environmental organizations. 

 
 
 
Sustainability 
 
Project benefits will continue long beyond the period of the grant.  The majority of the project 
costs represent start-up or proof-of-concept expenditures.  The project seeks to demonstrate an 
innovative collaborative community effort, utilizing advanced information technology, to create a 
new form of museum-based learning modules that are an integral part of the core learning of 
students.  The major project costs are one-time expenditures to create the partnership, establish 
the educational and technical protocols for the modules, provide inservice, evaluate the model, 
and disseminate project information.  The costs to replicate additional learning modules after the 
model has been established and tested are significantly reduced.  The project will demonstrate 
that continued outside funding is not necessary to maintain the model - it simply becomes a new 
way of carrying out the already funded educational services of museums and libraries. 
 
The broad national dissemination of the project will also sustain project benefits beyond the 
period of the grant.  The ATEEL on-line library of Scott Community College will continue to 
serve as host for the museum-based learning modules and will maintain all project 
documentation.  This documentation of project findings will be actively marketed to museum 
professionals, librarians, and educators in order to encourage replication of this innovative 
approach to building the community presence of museums and libraries. 
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